, which is roughly the size of Western Europe. It is a plateau landscape with an average elevation of 1580 m, and mountain ranges exceeding 4000 m elevation. Our working area, the Taatsiin Gol-and Taatsiin Tsagaan Nuur region, ranging from 100°55′ to 102°0 5′ longitude and 45°11′ to 45°45′ latitude, is part of the Valley of Lakes, which itself is an intermountain depression with a NW-SE longitudinal axis. It is bounded by the Khangai Mountains in the north and the Gobi Altai Mountains in the south (Fig. 1) .
The initial geological research and discoveries of rich fossil beds made during the Central Asiatic Expeditions by the American Museum of Natural History in the 1920s was followed by comprehensive geologic and palaeontological research in the frame of several joint expeditions. These include the Soviet-Mongolian Geological and Paleontological Expeditions, the Polish-Mongolian Paleontological Expedition and finally the Mongolian-American joint expeditions of the Mongolian Academy of Sciences and the American Museum of Natural History, in the 1990s.
After participating in the International Geoscience Programme (IGCP, Project 326) in 1993, which focused on the Oligocene-Miocene Transition in the Northern Hemisphere, one of us (GDH) started a new Mongolian-Austrian project in the Taatsiin Gol and Taatsiin Tsagaan Nuur region. The geology of these regions was rather unstudied at that time, but the interlocking of deposits rich in vertebrate fossils and several datable basalts were promising preconditions for interdisciplinary geological and palaeontological investigations. Throughout the past 20 years, three major projects with differing programs of emphasis and scientific objectives have been conducted. For all these projects, which were all exclusively granted by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF-projects: P-10505-GEO, P-15724-N06 and P-23061-N19), G. Daxner-Höck (Natural History Museum Vienna) was the project leader and coordinator. In collaboration with the Mongolian Academy of Sciences and the Natural History Museum of Vienna, fieldwork was carried out during eight field seasons (1995-1997, 2001, 2004, 2006 and 2011-2012) .
The Oligocene to Miocene sediment sequences of the Taatsiin Gol and Taatsiin Tsagaan Nuur region, long known for their fossil richness and basaltic volcanism, allowed a stratigraphic adjustment based on the evolution of mammals and on age datings of the basalts (Höck et al. 1999 (Fig. 2 ). This method of collecting small mammal fossils was introduced by one of us (GDH) in Mongolia for the first time in 1995. Since then, more than 80 t of stratified samples have been screen washed within these projects, resulting in an outstanding collection of about 19,000 determinable fossil specimens dominated by small mammals. The gained fossils are housed in parts in the Natural History Museum of Vienna and in the Paleontological Institute of the Mongolian Academy of Sciences in Ulaanbataar. 175 fossil mammalian species were identified in the investigated sections, 32 of which were newly described species. They are complemented by nine herpetological and ten gastropod taxa. A complete faunal list is given in Daxner- Höck et al. (2017, this issue, tab. 18) . The fieldwork was carried out by changing teams of Mongolian and European members. This work in Mongolia led to important results and subsequent publications, including an integrated stratigraphy based on Oligocene-Miocene sediment, basalt and fossil associations (Daxner-Höck et al. 1997 Höck et al. 1999 ), a reconstruction of climatic changes (Harzhauser et al. 2016 ) and taxonomic studies performed on different fossil groups: Gastropoda (Stworzewicz 2007; Neubauer et al. 2013) , lower vertebrates (Böhme 2007) , small mammals (Daxner-Höck 2000 , 2001 Daxner-Höck and Wu 2003; Erbajeva 2007 Erbajeva , 2013 Schmidt-Kittler et al. 2007; Ziegler et al. 2007; Erbajeva and Daxner-Höck 2014; Wessels et al. 2014; Daxner-Höck et al. 2013 Maridet et al. 2014a Maridet et al. , b, 2015 and large mammals (Vislobokova and DaxnerHöck 2002; Morlo and Nagel 2002 , 2006 Nagel and Morlo 2003; Göhlich 2007; Heissig 2007 ). The enamel microstructure of Paleogene and early Neogene rodent teeth from Mongolia was analysed by Koenigswald and Kalthoff (2007) . Both, the fieldwork and the resulting publications, were performed by an international team of researchers from 15 countries (from Mongolia, Russia, China, Germany, the Netherlands, Italy, Switzerland, France, Sweden, Spain, Czech Republic, Poland, USA, Bolivia and Austria). The integrated stratigraphy was completed by magnetostratigraphic investigations (Kraatz and Geisler 2010; Sun and Windley 2015) .
The manifold fieldwork within the Mongolian-Austrian projects during the past 20 years was not only supported by collaborating Mongolian colleagues but also by local nomadic helpers and local drivers. Besides scientific collaborations, also some ties of friendship arose with some colleagues and long-term local nomadic helpers. During all field seasons of the past 20 years, Demchig Badamgarav † acted as geological guide and translator, cared for administrative tasks and became a partner and friend. The same is true for the nomad families Ch. Tomurbaatar and L. Olzibaatar, who assisted actively in all field seasons in collecting and wet screening of samples and selecting fossils from washed residual (Fig. 3) . But they also assisted in caring for the research yurt camp and provided locally produced food (e.g. milk products, or a slaughtered goat or sheep) for the expedition team (Figs. 4 and 5) . The warm and close tie between G. DaxnerHöck and all the members of these two nomadic families was expressed by the latter by naming her Bedsch^or Bundr edsch( mother or caring mother). Also a permanent member of the expedition Mongolian-Austrian team was the local driver Radna, who discretely drove G. Daxner-Höck and her team cross-country through Mongolia for 20 years.
The special issue in hand presents the multidisciplinary results of the most recent project entitled BImpact of OligoMiocene climate changes on Mongolian mammals^(FWF P-23061-N19) carried out in the Valley of Lakes, including geology and geochemistry, mammal taxonomy and evolution, stratigraphy and correlations, throughout the Oligocene and across the Eocene/Oligocene and Oligocene/Miocene transitions. Fossil collections deriving from older expeditions, and faunas younger than earliest Miocene, are not considered in these contributions.
This special issue presents the following contributions:
Erbajeva et al. 2017 present the Ochotonidae genus Sinolagomys, its occurrences in the late Oligocene and early 
